
March - April 
1992 

fJ.~ 
Northeast FisheriE!s ·Science Center 

RESEARCH 
HIGHLIGHTS 

In this issue 

• Cartilaginous Fish Still Top Demersal Finfish 
Dogfish and skates dominate biomass 

• NW Atlantic Herring Continue Long-term 
Recovery 
With no foreign fishing, numbers up 

• No Shellfish Found Contaminated by Arsenic 
Spill 
Local surfclamming ban extended to August 10 

• Lobster and Herring Lead 1991 New England 
Landings 
Demersa! landings down, pelagics barely increase 

· • Heavily Fished Stocks Showing Quicker 
Sexual Maturation 
Response to dying younger Is to live faster 

• National Systematics Laboratory Annual 
Report Available 

• Biological Briefs 
Rare catches and new species 

• Recent Publications and Reports 

The Northeast Fisheries Science Center's Research Highlights is a news 
bulletin on selected Center research findings. News write-ups focus on 
practical applications and implications of those findings to fisheries resource 
and habitat management. A name and telephone number have been included 
at the end of each write-up to contact for detai'led information. Names of 
organisms follow--to the extent possible--the lists of scientific and common 
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Cartilaginous Fish Still Dominate Demersal 
Finfish Biomass 

The Northeast Fisheries Science Center's spring 1992 bottom trawl survey 
of the Northeast's continental shelf showed continued domination of the demer
sal fmfish biomass by cartilaginous flBh. The survey, which used the NOAA 
fisheries research vessel Albatross N to sample 326 sites between the western 
Scotian Shelf and Cape Hatteras, occurred during March 2 - April 16. Over 7 4 
percent of the survey cat.ch (by weight) was composed of just three species: spiny 
dogf1Bh, winter skate, and little skate. The three "traditional" demersal finfishes 
•• Atlantic cod, yellowtail flounder, and haddock -- comprised less than four 
percent of the catch. 

A Fishermen's Report on this survey is available upon request. The report 
lists the location Oatitude & longitude and loran bearings), towing direction, 
bottom depth & temperature, and date & time for each sampling site. 

Contact Linda I. Despres-Patanjo, (508) 548-5123 

Northwest Atlantic Herring Continue 
Long-term Recovery 

While many demersal fmflBh populations (haddock, yellowtail flounder, 
etc.) are at low levels, some pelagic finfish populations (Atlantic herring, 
Atlantic mackerel, etc.) are at high levels. The recovery of Atlantic herring 
populations from foreign overf1Bhing in the 1970s is particularly dramatic as the 
following table shows: 

Number (in billions) of age 2+ Atlantic herring 
in the Northeast Shelf Ecosystem 
during the past quarter century 

Year Number Year Number Year Number 

1967 10.8 1976 1.9 1985 0.3 
1968 11.5 1977 1.6 1986 5.7 
1969 8.5 1978 3.0 1987 6.8 
1970 6.4 1979 0.1 1988 7.3 
1971 4.6 1980 0.1 1989 7.0 
1972 8.3 1981 0.1 1990 10.1 
1973 6.0 1982 0.1 1991 8.5 
1974 3.8 1983 0.1 
1975 3.1 1984 0.1 

Those who follow the Northeast Fisheries Science Center's publicizing of 
scientific estimates of f!Bh population sizes will notice that for this species there 
is an apparent large difference between the (higher) values in the table shown 
above and the Oower) values in tables publicized in previous years. That 
apparent difference is due to the fact that the previously publicized estimates of 

NOAA/National Marine Fisheries Service • 166WaterSl • Woods Hole, MA • 02543-1097 



Page2 

March - April 
1992 

Northeast Fisheries Science Center 

Research Highlights 

Atlantic herring population size referred only to the Gulf of Maine population, 
while the above estimates referto the Gulf of Maine, Bay of Fundy, and Georges 
Bank populations collectively. 

Contact Dr. Kevin D. Friedland, (508) 548-5123 

No Evidence Yet of Shellfish Contamination by 
Arsenic Spill 

The Northeast Fisheries Science Center has not yet detected any contami
nation of water, sediment, or shellfish resources in an area off Delaware Bay 
where arsenic-laden drums were spilled on January 3-4. Concern for such 
contamination began immediately after the container ship Santa Clara I lost 
more than 400 drums of arsenic trioxide about 35 miles east of Delaware Bay. 
By early February, the Center had sampled and tested the water and sediment 
in and around the spill site. No trace of the spilled arsenic was found in any of 
the samples. 

As a followup, the Center sampled ocean quahogs, Atlantic surf clams, and 
sea scallops in and around the spill site during March, and provided the samples 
to the Food and Drug Adnrinistration for testing. Those test results have been 
released. Again, no trace of the spilled arsenic was found in any of the sampler 

However, because-some of the drums ruptured duringthe spill and are sti. 
on the bottom, the National Marine Fisheries Service has extended its morato
rium on surfclamming in the area to August 10. 

Contact Anthony Pacheco, (908) 872-3090 

Lobster (in value) and Herring (in weight) Lead 
1991 New England Landings 

Commercial landings of seafood species in New England during 1991 
totaled 646.6 million pounds worth $592.6 million in dockside or "ex-vessel" 
prices. The most landed species was Atlantic herring at 106.0 million pounds. 
The most valuable species was American lobster at $149.9 million. 

The change in landings between 1990and1991 was noticeably different for 
the demersal and pelagic components of the region's fisheries. The three 
"traditional" demersal species -- Atlantic cod, haddock, and yellowtail flounder 
-- collectively showed a 14-percent decrease in pounds landed. The four 
dominant pelagic species -- Atlantic herring, Atlantic mackerel, butterfish, and 
longfm squid-- collectively showed a little more than a one-percent increase in 
pounds landed. •• 

Detailed tables listing the landings by pounds and dollars for 1990and1991 
on a species, state, and port basis are available upon request. 

Contact Ronnee L. Schultz, (508) 548-512 
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Heavily Fished Stocks Showing Quicker 
Sexual Maturation 

The Northeast Fisheries Science Center has documented the maturation 
rates of 29 stocks of 19 species of Northeast finfish collected during 1985-90. 
Manyofthestocksshowedsignificantlyquickermaturationduring1985-90than 
they did during earlier time periods. This quicker maturation during a period of 
heavy fishing pressure may be an illustration of a phenomenon which has been 
observed in other fisheries ecosystems: (1) heavy fishing removes a large portion 
of a fish population; (2) remaining fish have proportionately more prey to eat; (3) 
increased feeding increases individual growth rate; and (4) faster growth rate 
triggers sexual maturation at a younger age or smaller size. 

This phenomenon has been virtually unnoticed by co=ercial fishermen 
because the quicker maturation largely began after the regional fishery manage
ment councils adopted conservation measures in the mid-1980s which, among 
other things, prevented fishermen from keeping {and thus cutting open and 
observing) smaller/younger fish. ~ 

Contact Loretta O'Brien, (508) 548-5123 

National Systematics Laboratory Annual 
Report Available 

The 1991 annualreportoftheNational Systematics Laboratory is available. 
The report includes summaries of research and service activities, as well as lists 
of publications, accepted papers, and completed manuscripts, associated with 
the laboratory's studies of fishes, crustaceans, and squids. 

Contact Dr. Bruce B. Collette, (202) 357-2524 

Biological Briefs 

Unusual or rarely encountered fish recently captured include: (1) a preg
nant shortfin mako (John G. Casey, 401-782-3320); (2) a big roughy (Donald D. 
Flescher, 508-548-5123); (3) an opah (Eric Braun, 516-727-0707); and (4) the 
epipelagi<imesopelagic cigarfish Cu biceps caeruleus (Eric Braun, 516-727-0707). 

Two new crab species, the geryonid crab Chaceon collettei and the fossil 
homolid crab Homolopsis williamsi, have been named after National Systemat
ics Laboratory scientists Dr. Bruce B. Collette (202-357-2524) and Dr. Austin B. 
Williams (202-357-2639). 

·. 
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Recent Publications and Reports 

Northeast Fisheries Science Center authors are indicated in all capital 
letters in the list below. Unless otherwise indicated, single reprints or photo
copies of the publications and reports are available -- subject to supply -- by 
writing to the senior Center author, cfo Information Services Unit, Northeast 
Fisheries Science Center, 166 Water St., Woods Hole, MA 02543-1097 USA. 
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